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Program, we invite you to visit us at www.cengage.com/mindtap.
In this ever-changing educational space, it is crucial that we create 
learning solutions that are as efficient and effective as possible.  We plan 
to keep listening and learning from our customers in order to discover 
better ways to serve them and address their needs.  
Endnotes
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ATG Interviews Deborah Kahn
Publishing Director, BioMed Central, www.biomedcentral.com
by Katina Strauch  (Editor, Against the Grain)  <kstrauch@comcast.net>
ATG:	 	 I	 see	 that	 you	 are	 charged	 with	
leading	 the	 publishing	 teams	 to	 provide	 an	





DK:  STM publishing exists to support the 
research process.  As publishers, we need to 
continue to ensure that we meet the changing 
needs of researchers.  At the same time, those 
researchers are getting more demanding.  Tra-
ditionally, the economics of research publishing 
were hidden from authors, with all financial 
transactions carried out between the library 
and the publisher.  In open-access publishing, 
authors are much more aware of the cost to their 
institution or funding body of publishing their 
research.  As a result, they also recognize that 
they are our customers, and they are clearer 
about the  levels of service they require.  At 
BioMed Central, our aim is that authors will 
be keen to submit their future papers to us and 
to tell their colleagues to do so too.  So we 
work hard to ensure that their experience is 
a good one, all the way through the process 
from submitting their article through to the 
final publication, and beyond.  We survey our 
authors twice, once on submission and once 
on acceptance, and we ask them about their 
experience, and we pay close attention to the 
ratings and comments we get from these sur-
veys.  Happily they overwhelmingly say they 
will publish with us again and will recommend 
us to their colleagues, but  we are always look-
ing to improve on that.  So we work hard to 
make sure that our peer-review processes are 
fast, fair, and friendly, and that we continue to 
provide excellent author service and improve 
our processes to cope with an ever-increasing 
number of submissions to our journals. 




DK:  It is a system of continuous improve-
ment.  Our customer services team monitor all 
author surveys and send on any comments to 
the relevant head of department.  Any sugges-
tions for improvement are investigated, and the 
respondent receives a personal response.  We 
then make changes to our processes accord-
ingly.  For example, we are currently revising 
our production processes to combine a number 
of communications that we have with authors, 
so that we can  reduce the load on them, as 
this is something we have had a number of 
comments on.  Other examples range from 
appointing  additional Associate Editors for 
a particular journal to improving peer-review 
times in areas where we need more Editorial 
Board coverage, through to enabling addi-
tional formats that authors can upload as 
supplementary files, to major improvements 
in download times around the world.
ATG:	And	 how	 have	 the	 approaches	 to	
OA	 changed	 over	 the	 history	 of	 BioMed	
Central?
DK:  As the pioneer of open-access pub-
lishing, BioMed Central had to forge the 
way — to prove to the world that quality of 
research published, the peer-review process, 
and the Editors or Editorial Boards which 
serve on open access journals are every bit 
as good as those for traditional journals.  We 
are proud to number many leading scientists 
amongst our Editors and Editorial Board 
Members, and to publish journals with some 
of the highest impact factor rankings in their 
JCR fields (see for example Tropical Medi-
cine, and Veterinary Science).  Now that that 
argument has been well and truly won, and 
everyone else has decided to get into the 
game, we need to remain the leading open 
access publisher.
ATG:	 	 Do	 you	 have	 any	 sense	 how	 the	
growth	 of	 open	 access	 has	 impacted	 tradi-
tional	journal	publishers?		Has	the	competi-
tion	 improved	 the	 quality	 of	 their	 efforts?	





DK:  You would really have to ask a tra-
ditional journal publisher how it has impacted 
them!  From the outside, we can see that many 
of the traditional publishers are now offer-
ing open access in some form.  Most started 
through offering an open-access option within 
their subscription journals, but now more and 
more can see that open access offers additional 
options, for example, allowing them to launch 
new titles in a market where starting new sub-
scription journals has become extremely hard. 
Some journals have reduced subscription prices 
where there has been significant take-up of the 
open-access option, but generally I don’t get the 
impression that subscription prices have been 
affected downward.  I imagine that open-access 
revenue has helped to subsidize the subscription 
journals and allowed prices not to rise as much 
as they might have.  No, I don’t think that the 
success of open access proves anything about 
the sustainability of the subscription model, and 
as far as the future is concerned, I believe that 
open access and the subscription-based model 
are likely to coexist for a long time to come.
ATG:		Your	career	has	spanned	STM	jour-
nal	and	book	publishing,	database	publishing,	
and	 research	 and	 consultancy.	 	What	 and	
when	in	your	background	did	you	become	an	
open	access	advocate?
DK:  It has always seemed obvious to 
me that the peer review and dissemination 
of research results is an integral part of the 
research process.  Also, I have always had a 
problem with restricting access to scholarship, 
which should be publicly available to anyone. 
So I think I have always been an open access 
advocate, since long before the phrase was 
coined.  As early as the mid-1990s, when the 
first electronic journal experiments emerged 
(at Chapman & Hall, for example, we were 
beta-testers of Adobe Acrobat with the CAJUN 
project,  which with Wiley and the University 
46	 Against	the	Grain	/	June	2011	 <http://www.against-the-grain.com>
of Nottingham published one of the very first 
electronic journals), it seemed clear that re-
searchers would embrace the new technology to 
help them to collaborate and share their results 
more efficiently.  I expected that the whole 
paradigm of publishing would change rapidly, 
and that the peer review and dissemination 
would be covered by research grants and that 
results would be made freely accessible.  This 
is now happening and is called open-access 
publishing.  It is just that the change has taken 
a decade or two longer to actually come about 
than I expected. 
ATG:		What	trends	are	emerging	in	open-
access	journal	publishing?
DK:  Open-access publishing is basically 
a growing subset of STM publishing, so it is 
subject to the same trends.  Researchers are 
being pressurized to publish more and more. 
This leads to a pressure on peer reviewers 
and on Editors, who need to continue to apply 
the same high standards of peer review to an 
increasing number of incoming submissions.  It 
also puts pressure on subscription journals who 
are having to reject papers that they would never 
have done in the past, because of page budgets, 
and these papers are now being channeled to 
open-access journals, which do not have the 
same limits on space.  This has been the moti-
vation for the launch over the last 12 months 
of Scientific Reports from Nature Publishing 
Group, BMJ Open, G3 from the Genetics So-
ciety of America, Open Biology from the Royal 
Society, and many similar journals.
At the same time research budgets in Europe 
and North America are being cut, while those 
in the emerging markets are increasing rapidly 
— with the output of high-quality scientific 
papers from countries such as China, Brazil, 
and India growing extremely rapidly. So the 
demographics of the authors are changing, 
and they have different needs which we need 
to cater for. 
The other major trend is the move towards 
Open Data — to quote a recent blog on our 
site from Alex Wade of Microsoft: “scholarly 
communication can and should evolve from 
static and disparate data and knowledge repre-
sentation, as embodied in today’s typical PDF 
representations of research papers, to a rich 
integrated content which grows and changes 
the more we learn.”  BioMed Central is again 
leading the field in this regard.
ATG:	 	 What	 has	 been	 the	 impact	 of	
Springer’s	 purchase	 of	 BioMed	 Central	 on	
the	 attitudes	 and	 business	 plans	 of	 BioMed	
Central?
DK:  It is the difference between being a 
start-up company owned by an individual and 
being part of a large international business. 
Springer is interested in the long-term future 
of the business so has invested substantially 
in BioMed Central and allowed us to take a 
longer-term strategic outlook.  Springer’s in-
frastructure is really  helping us to  realize our 
potential for growth.  For example, Springer’s 
global network of offices allows us to have staff 
in key locations, such as China and the U.S., as 
well as to continue to develop our  services and 
tools for our library customers, our  editors, so-
cieties, authors, and reviewers whilst managing 
the spectacular growth in submissions.
ATG:		Tell	us	about	SpringerOpen	and	its	
impact	on	BioMed	Central.	 	 Is	 this	a	game	
changer?	
DK:  SpringerOpen completes the open-
access publishing package from Springer, 
giving authors the chance to publish in a 
high-quality, open-access journal, whatever 
their scientific discipline.  It is “powered by” 
BioMed Central — that is, it uses all of our 
systems and processes but also benefits from 
the powerful Springer branding in the areas 
where Springer is a leading force.  Since its 
launch less than a year ago, SpringerOpen 
has announced  nearly 50 titles in mathematics, 
engineering, information sciences, chemistry, 
and other non-biomedical fields, and is prov-




ematically?  How would you define success 
in	this	case?
DK:  According to Wikipedia, “mathemati-
cians formulate new conjectures and resolve the 
truth or falsity of them by proofs which are suffi-
cient to convince others of their validity.”  When 
Vitek Tracz and Matt Cockerill started BioMed 
Central in 2000, they believed that there was a 
new publishing model that could work in journal 
publishing which would allow open access to 
research in a sustainable way.  This has now been 
proven without doubt.  So, yes, OA publishing 




DK:  Well, BioMed Central was only 
launched 11 years ago, and until recently could 
have been designated a small publisher.  Now, 
with nearly 300 staff and publishing 215 jour-
nals, we are probably medium-sized.  So, as far 
as this small publisher is concerned, OA has been 
a good thing!  In business, whatever size business 
you are, you need to be able to meet the needs 
of your customers.  If you do, you thrive.  If not, 
you fail.  The same is true for small publishers.  If 
customers want OA and they are not in a position 
to provide it, they will fail. 
ATG:  To finish on a personal note, tell us 
about	yourself.		What	do	you	do	in	your	spare	
time?		What	do	you	like	to	read?
DK:  I love to spend time with my partner 
and dog walking in the country.  I love to travel 
and am looking forward to my summer holiday 
walking in the hills in Southern Spain.  I love 
to read, listen to music, go to the theatre, and 
eat great food.  
Interview — Deborah Kahn
from page 44
Publishing Director, BioMed Central 
www.biomedcentral.com
Born and lived:  Born in Manchester, lived in Manchester, London, Utrecht, 
Amsterdam and Oxford.
earlY life:  My parents (a Professor of theoretical astrophysics and a Mathemat-
ics teacher) encouraged me to be curious and question everything.  Has got me 
into hot water from time to time.
Professional career and activities:  STM publisher through and through. 
Started In book and journal production, moved into acquisitions and journal man-
agement.  Ten years with the thomson corporation learning to be an electronic 
publisher.  Tried to leave the industry and become a psychotherapist, but STM 
publishing pulled me back, when I found my dream job (this one!). 
in MY sPare tiMe:  If I had some, I would spend more time with my partner 
and dog, play the piano, walk in the mountains, go to the gym, sing in a choir, 
read more books, cook gourmet food.
favorite BooKs:  The Bone People, A Fine Balance, The Blind Assassin.
Pet Peeves:  People who don’t question things.
Most MeMoraBle career acHieveMent:  That’s for others to assess.
Goal i HoPe to acHieve five Years froM noW:  Still to be enjoying my job 
as much as I am now.
HoW/WHere do i see tHe indUstrY in five Years:  I am continually sur-
prised by the glacial speed of change within the academic publishing.  Really 
nothing much has changed in 300 years.  Granted, electronic communications 
make everything happen much faster, and electronic access makes journals 
much more accessible, but the article PDF still looks much like the printed article 
did when journals were invented, the peer-review system functions in much the 
same way, subscription journals still make up 90% of the market.  So much the 
same I imagine.  
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